"WILDERNESS SAINT" AND "ROBBER BARON":

THE ANOMALOUS PARTNERSHIP OF JOHN MUIR
AND THE SOUTHERN PACIFIC COMPANY
FOR PRESERVATION OF YOSEMITE NATIONAL PARK
RICHARD J. ORSI

Many fail to realize that at its inception in the late nineteenth century conservationism
was not popular. Its practitioners were a tiny elite of artists, writers and naturalists political amateurs short on numbers, financial backing, and political savvy. To overcome
public indifference and powerful opponents, the conservationists often allied themselves
to stronger, more experienced groups. On many specific questions, particularly the
development of national parks and forest preserves, the western railroads provided the
leverage to transform conservationist visions into actual laws and functioning programs.
One of the first and most vigorous corporate participants in the conservation movement
was the Southern Pacific Company. In the late 1880s, John Muir and other wilderness
preservation leaders formed an alliance with the Southern Pacific which lasted for more
than two decades and produced some of the landmark victories in the early preservation
crusade, particularly the creation of Yosemite National Park.
The affinity between Muir and Southern Pacific leaders has always baffled conservation

historians and Muir biographers. Muir, the "Son of the Wilderness," and the "robber
baron" rulers of the infamous "Octopus" were strange bedfellows indeed. Even by the
1880s, Muir's image as a selfless defender of nature against exploitation for private gain
was well established. For Muir to cultivate political alliances and even close friendships
among leaders of a railroad which had come to epitomize greed, corruption, despoliation
of nature, and the flaunting of the common interest inherent in the early days of indus-
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trialization, caused consternation among Muir's friends, as well as a dilemma for later
scholars.'
Invariably, writers have offered incomplete, contradictory, and unconvincing explanations for Muir's anomalous relationship. The motivations of Muir and the railroad
leaders appear particularly illusive. Only dire necessity, most have assumed, could have
driven Muir to suspend his wilderness and reform values and seek the assistance of the
evil monopoly.2 Some have maintained that the Southern Pacific's championing of wilderness preservation was little more than a thinly-veiled scheme to court public favor in
order to conceal its other nefarious deeds.3 Others have advanced the fanciful theory that
the railroad was secretly plotting to use wilderness preservation to undercut competing
lumber companies operating in areas remote from its own timbered land-grant sections.4
One recent account attributes the inexplicable relationship to the strange, almost perverse
attraction which opposites sometimes have for one another. In general, most later writers
treat the political cooperation of the Southern Pacific and John Muir in preservation
projects as an aberration in the behavior of both parties, a chance byproduct of the personal

affinity between Muir and a few railway leaders such a Edward H. Harriman.6 With
few exceptions, historical accounts have been built on flimsy sources, particularly on the
railroad's activities, and suffer from unfounded speculation and simplistic caricatures of
both Muir and the Southern Pacific leaders. What writers have overlooked is the obvious
possibility that Muir's alliance with the Southern Pacific was born of shared ideas and
interests, and was therefore not much of an anomaly at all.
Actually, on many environmental questions, Muir and the Southern Pacific were not
far apart. It is a mistake to try, as some popularizers have, to refashion John Muir into
a latter-day environmental purist. Muir was a nineteenth, not a twentieth-century man.

As much as Muir might have decried the devastation caused by railroads and other
industries in wilderness areas, he stopped short of condemning technology, industry, or
modern progress in general. For his generation, the full scale of industrialism's impact
on nature, such as the astounding revolution which the mass automobile culture would
work in wilderness areas, was unknowable. Most of the issues of twentieth-century
environmentalism were undefined. During the early 1900s, for example, when Muir
and the Southern Pacific were joining hands to save Yosemite Valley, a mere five to eight
thousand visitors came to the isolated Valley each year, and their numbers had not grown
appreciably for the previous thirty years.7 Mass tourism had yet to become the menace

to wilderness that it would by the 1920s. It is no wonder that Muir and the railroad
could agree on the need to improve access to the Valley and promote tourism, though
for somewhat different reasons - Muir, in order to win converts for the radical idea of
wilderness preservation; the railroad, of course, to build its passenger traffic. 8
His important environmental accomplishments notwithstanding, Muir had a worldly
side which modern-day idolizers hesitate to admit. Muir's other dimension - the realm
of family, friendship, and livelihood - and its influence on his environmental ideas and
activities needs far more attention from biographers. Muir had only to look to his own
life for signs of the miracle of modern progress wrought by railroads. After a period in

the 1860s and 1870s, during which he shunned family, the pursuit of wealth, and
modern civilization, discovered Yosemite, and agonized his way to his major and most
radical environmental ideas, Muir married Louie Strentzel in 1880 and settled down to
the life of a gentleman farmer on the lands of his wealthy in-laws. Gradually, he assumed
the management of the sprawling orchards and vineyards near Martinez, California, and
when John Strentzel died in 1890 he became their proprietor.
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For an interval often years, 1881 to 1891, Muir devoted himself to fruit ranching in the Aihambra
Valley. Through scientific experimentation Muir produced some of the finest varieties of Bartlett
pears and Tokay grapes grown in California. These famous products brought top prices and were
demanded by both eastern and western markets. Shown here are the Strentzel-Muir orchards and
vineyards surrounding the family home.

Muir's experience paralleled that of many such people in California's urban and agricultural boom ignited after 1880 by the extension of the Southern Pacific and Santa Fe
railroads. Like others of his generation, Muir took advantage of the new markets made
possible by the railroads to transform the Strentzel estate, which had hitherto been farmed
only eclectically, into a modern, scientifically managed factory of green gold. Even in
that day, agriculture was one of the most environmentally devastating of all human
endeavors. In search of profit, Muir plowed, grafted, irrigated, and fought off weeds
and crop pests in the attempt to replace nature's diversity with a specialized, man-made
landscape. To labor in his expansive vineyards, Muir, like other large growers of the
time, hired poorly paid and socially oppressed Chinese immigrants. He experimented
with the highest value new market crops, such as pears and grapes, and bargained toughly
with workers, buyers, shippers, and suppliers. Within ten years, Muir had become one
of the leading commercial farmers in the San Francisco area and a wealthy man by the
standards of his day. Like others in his region, he dispatched his produce to market
aboard Southern Pacific freight trains. By occupation, Muir was a typical California
'agribusinessman" of the late nineteenth century. His personal fortune, which came to
support his later environmental research, writing, and politicking, depended directly
on the railroad and the new economic opportunity it had created.9
Unsurprisingly by the late 1880s, when he reemerged as an environmental activist
after nearly a decade of tilling the soil, John Muir's early environmental radicalism had
been somewhat tempered. Muir was more tolerant of tourists and nature buffs, anxious
to reach a wider audience with his appeal for wilderness preservation, and willing to
compromise somewhat in order to win converts to the cause. He was even coming to
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admire many of the businessmen who had brought progress and wealth to the people,
and he appeared to feel comfortable with them. His writings had made him a celebrity,
not only in literary and scientific circles, but in business circles as well. He met many
business leaders, especially in the San Francisco Bay area, including some officials of the
Southern Pacific Company, then the major corporation operating on the Pacific Coast.
It is not accidental that the more "civilized" Muir proved more appealing to the business
community and that the Sierra Club which he formed in 1892 to further the work of
preservationism received healthy business support. Southern Pacific executives were
especially prominent among the Sierra Club's charter members, so much so that some
other members less tolerant than Muir complained that the Club's purity was tainted. 10
Eventually, Muir developed close friendships with two of the most powerful and
controversial Southern Pacific leaders - Edward H. Harriman, who purchased the
railroad from the families of its builders and added it to his national transportation
empire in 1901, and William F. Herrin, chief counsel, vice president, and infamous
founder and operator of the "Southern Pacific political machine" which held considerable
influence in California from the 1890s to the 1920s. Muir's relationship with Harriman
especially demonstrates how far Muir had come since the 1870s toward making his peace
with the American industrial system. Having met the financier and railroad tycoon on
the famous Harriman Alaska expedition of 1899, Muir soon came to admire Harriman
and his works, to appreciate Harriman's devotion to conservation and preservation causes,
and to hold the man and his family in genuine affection. The great naturalist corresponded
regularly with the railroad magnate, traveled frequently under his passes or patronage,
and spent writing vacations with the Harriman family. In his letters, Muir often praised
Harriman for his many business accomplishments and their service to mankind. 11 To
console Harriman for losses during the great national panic of 1907, for example, Muir
wrote 'you have done a giant's work in the past years."12
When Harriman died in 1909, Muir was grief-stricken. Despite his own failing health,
the exhausting battle to save the Hetch Hetchy Valley from San Francisco's designs, his

Portrait of Edward Henry Harriman autographed, "My best regards & esteem to John
Muir. E.H. Harriman Pelican Camp 1908."
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In 1908 Muir was invited to join the Harriman family for a few weeks' visit at their country
home on Pelican Bay, Kiamath Lake, Oregon. During his stay Muir was persuaded to dictate his
memoirs to Mr. Harriman's private secretary, who followed Muir around taking down everything

Muir said. This group portrait was taken during Muir's visit. From left to right: Hugh Neill;
R. P. Schwerin;Julius Kruttschmitt; William Keith; William Hood; W.V. Hill; E .H. Harriman; W. H. Holabird; William H. Herrin and John Muir.

aversion to writing, and opposition from some of his anti-monopoly friends, Muir in
1911 penned a short memorial book on the life of E.H. Harriman.13 Muir warmly
praised Harriman as a "great builder," similar to the glaciers which had crafted Yosemite
Valley.
He fairly reveled in heavy dynamical work and went about it naturally and unweariedly like
cutting canyons through ridges, carrying off hills, laying rails
glaciers making landscapes
and bridges over lakes and rivers, mountains and plains, making the Nation's ways straight
and smooth and safe, bringing everybody nearer to one another. He seemed to regard the
whole continent as his farm and all the people as partners, stirring millions of workers into
useful action, plowing, sowing, irrigating, mining, building cities and factories, farms and
Fortunes grew along his railroads like natural fruit
homes. .
.

Muir was grateful for Harriman's aid and friendship. "To him," he wrote, "I owe some
of the most precious moments of my life."
Muir's comparison of Harriman to a glacier in his 1911 tribute was not casual or
accidental. As Professor Paul Shears has demonstrated, Muir, since his formation forty
years earlier of the glacial theory of Yosemite's origin, had invested glaciers with immense
emotional and symbolic meaning, as powerful concentrations of creative force - builders, agents of birth and rebirth, transforming bland landscapes into beautiful ones,
capable of sustaining richer life. In his own lexicon, Muir could hardly have chosen a
more positive metaphor to characterize the departed railway leader. 14
Muir's willingness to make common cause with the railroad to preserve remnants of
the fading American wilderness was not, then, simply political expedience, as some
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writers have asserted. Nor was it an anomaly. It followed logically from Muir's altered
experience after 1880 and his partial rapprochement with modern industrial life.
If Muir did not quite live up to his twentieth-century reputation as an environmental
purist, the Southern Pacific failed to live down to its nineteenth-century image of 'octopus." Despite vigorous conflicts with many specific groups in California and its other
states, particularly over freight rates, rail services, and political influence, Southern
Pacific officials, like the leaders of other land-grant railroads, realized that the profits of
the company depended upon the economic and social well-being of its hinterland. The
company became especially committed to the expansion and modernization of an agricultural system in California built upon irrigation. The railroad's identification with the
long-term public interest led it also to support many late nineteenth and early twentiethcentury conservation programs.
At first glance, Southern Pacific interest in conservation appears incongruous. As
typical railroad officials in that era, company leaders promoted farming, industry, urban
development, and population growth throughout Southern Pacific territory. The railroad
settled farmers on its land grants, planted new towns along its lines, helped farmers and
businessmen increase production and markets, and advertised the glories of the Far West

in Europe and the East to attract immigrants and tourists. By the early 1900s, the
Southern Pacific was spending well over $1,000,000 per year on development of its
region and had become one of the leading boosters of the West. ' Along with other
railroads, the Southern Pacific greatly accelerated the process of exploiting resources and
disturbing the landscapes all along the American frontier. 16
The very introduction and operation of railroad technology proved incompatible with

the preservation of natural conditions. Building the lines was an assault on nature.
Construction crews wantonly dynamited hillsides, filled in depressions, altered watercourses, cut down trees, excavated sand and stone for construction materials, and slaughtered wild game for food or whim. Flooding and erosion were aggravated, and wildlife

patterns were disrupted, at least temporarily. Despite precautions, cinders and sparks
from locomotives or crew campfires ignited great grass and forest conflagrations, which
raged uncontrolled across arid regions. On heavily traveled routes, the roadbed fairly
reeked from garbage casually thrown overboard by dining car workers and from human
excrement discharged by countless train toilets directly onto the tracks. The trash heaps
and open privies of line maintenance crews added to the stench. By the end of the
nineteenth century, the rights-of-way of many western railroads had become wasteland
corridors. 17

John Muir, a regular rider on the Southern Pacific, complained in 1901 that the
outlook along rail lines through the wilderness was so universally bleak that "every train

rolls on through dismal smoke and barbarous melancholy ruins.,, Instead of issuing
"gorgeous many-colored folders" proclaiming theirs to be the most "scenic route," Muir

recommended, the railways should compete over which was "the route of superior
desolation. . . the smoke, dust, and ashes route." Then, their advertisements could more
truthfully read:
Come! Travel our way. Ours is the blackest. It is the only genuine Erebus route. The sky is
black and the ground is black, and on either side there is a continuous border of black stumps
and logs and blackened trees appealing to heaven for help as if still half alive, and their mute
eloquence is most interestingly touching . . The charring is generally deeper along our line,
and the ashes are deeper, and the confusion and desolation displayed can never be rivaled. No
other route on this continent so fully illustrates the abomination of destruction. 8
.
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While railroad construction and operation was upsetting environmental balances in
some regions, enlightened corporate self-interest prompted Southern Pacific leaders to
welcome many conservation projects. Although they aggressively promoted development
in low elevation valleys near their rail lines, Southern Pacific executives, taking the longterm view, realized that the company's complex needs and interests, ultimately depended
upon balanced, efficient, renewable use of resources. Especially in the semi-arid Far
West, the sale of railroad land and increased crop production, the source of most of the
company's traffic, relied upon irrigation water. The need to assure future water supplies
led the company to support protection of forest watersheds, control of erosion and flooding, and management of water flow through steams, lakes, and reservoirs. The Southern
Pacific's managers understood that tourism and industry, two other important sources
of rail revenues, also depended upon a planned approach to using scarce resources,
including scenic wilderness. 19
More than simple corporate self-interest, however, led many Southern Pacific executives to advocate conservationism. The railway's officials were educated pioneers in a
modern, highly technical business, well-versed in new scientific ideas. Moreover, as
prominent members of the business community, they had wide networks of friendships
and professional associations among educators, scientists, artists, and writers - the very
groups most involved in the early environmental movement. Muir and Southern Pacific
leaders, for example, had many mutual acquaintances by the 1880s, particularly in
California cultural circles. With leaders from these other fields, Southern Pacific officials
shared a rational, scientific world view and the modern pursuit of "efficiency," as well
as an older romantic faith in the spiritual benefits of communion with nature. Support
for conservationism among the railroad's leaders, then, stemmed naturally for their
20
private beliefs, as well as the changing needs of a dynamic company.
Many of the railway's leaders, therefore, had long careers in environmental affairs,
both within and beyond their Southern Pacific service. The persistence and diversity of
their involvement cannot be explained completely in terms of the railroad's business
interests. This was especially true of chief land agents Benjamin B. Redding (18651882), William H. Mills (1883-1907), and B.A. McAllaster (1909-1930). These men
administered the land grant and lent remarkable continuity to the company's resource
policies. All three became recognized experts on soil, climate, forestry, irrigation, and
flood control. They wrote and lectured on these topics, helped to advise, organize, or
guide the activities of many conservation groups, and sat as members or consultants for
a number of government agencies with environmental concerns. Lesser company land
agents scattered throughout Southern Pacific territory promoted or attended forestry,
agricultural, and water conferences, or participated in local conservation movements.2'
The land agents were not alone. Passenger department managers, such as James Horsburgh, Jr., and E.O. McCormick, worked for the founding of local and national parks
and recreation facilities between the 1890s and the 1920s. The department's booster
monthly, Sunset Magazine (1898- 19 14), provided a major national forum for writers on
water conservation, scientific forestry, and wildlife and wilderness preservation. Counsels

in the law department, particularly W.W. Stow in the 1880s and early 1890s and
William F. Herrin after the mid- 1890s, lobbied on behalf of important environmental
legislation. Even the top executives and owners, such as Leland Stanford, Charles Crocker,

and Collis P. Huntington, donated funds and land to build or improve parks, including
Golden Gate Park in San Francisco and Lake Merritt Park in Oakland. E.H. Harriman
was an especially important patron of environmental science, forestry, and wilderness
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preservation. For decades, Harriman fought against the destruction of forests in his home
state of New York. At his death, he bequethed to the state for a wilderness park a gigantic
estate, which he had rescued grove by grove over the years from the timberman's axe.22
In a vacuum created by powerful anti-conservation interests, public indifference, and
governmental inaction, the Southern Pacific often provided crucial publicity, financing,
organization and leadership, and political support for conservation efforts in its territory
from the 1860s to the early twentieth century. The company's alliance with John Muir
to preserve the Sierra Nevada was not a departure from, but rather a natural outgrowth
of, its general corporate policy.
The emerging Southern Pacific environmental policy was not always uniform or consistent. On specific issues, corporate interests could be contradictory, ambiguous, or
opposed to the preservation of the natural environment. This was true in the famous

Hetch Hetchy controversy from 1905 to 1913, when the company's support for San

Francisco's search for more water overrode its traditional protectionism toward Yosemite
National Park. 23 In general, the Southern Pacific most warmly endorsed "utilitarian"
conservation activities, which aimed at rational resource management to reduce waste
and to contribute to balanced, long-term development. In many instances, however, the

railroad supported "preservationism," the protection of undefiled nature. The events
covered in this article transpired before the internecine battles of the early twentieth
century, such as the Hetch Hetchy conflict, had wrenched the conservation movement
and splintered utilitarians and preservationists into hostile camps. That optimistic, romantic, and perhaps naive generation believed that it was possible to exploit resources
more wisely in the interest of healthier development and to democratize access to nature,
while at the same time preserving wilderness and scenery. 24

The partnership between John Muir and the Southern Pacific is best illustrated in the
creation of Yosemite National Park, one of the major achievements of the conservation
movement. In the 1860s, the national government had entrusted Yosemite Valley to the
guardianship of the state of California as the first American wilderness preserve.2' By
the 1880s, Muir and a few fellow defenders of Yosemite had become outraged at the
extent to which pioneer development was already ravishing this unique glacial valley and
the surrounding wilderness paradise. Even though only a handful of wealthy tourists
visited the isolated state park, neighboring ranchers poached on the high-elevation meadows with their voracious sheep (which Muir described as "hooved locusts"). Loggers
shaved the forests from the higher slopes, bringing down silt to clog the Valley's rivers
and lakes. Carelessly set fires scorched meadows and woodlands. On the Valley floor,
farmers plowed, hayed, and grazed livestock in the very mist of majestic waterfalls, and
campers cut down trees and littered the woods with trash. Enterprising settlers even
dynamited boulders out of the Merced River, speeding the river's flow, weakening its
banks, lowering the water table in the Valley, and encouraging trees and brush to choke
out most meadow grasses and wildflowers and obscure scenic views of cliffs and waterfalls.

Blighted by erosion and cluttered with make-shift fences, run-down shacks, dusty,
poorly-maintained roads, and other human debris, Yosemite Valley was, in Muir's words,
"a frowzy, neglected backwoods pasture."26 Hamstrung by public apathy, political intrigue, and stingy budgets, the state Yosemite Valley Commission appeared powerless
to halt this deterioration. In the late 1880s, Muir, aided by a small but dedicated crew
of artists, writers, and scientists, began a struggle to save Yosemite by converting it into
a national park. 27
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Muir and the Southern Pacijic joined together to prevent such vast forest destruction. Photograph
of Mi//wood, California, by Parsons titled, "Where the Giant Sequoias Once Stood."

Formidable hurdles stood in their path. Americans were accustomed to exploiting
resources as rapidly as possible. To most people, preserving wilderness was a new, strange,
even unpatriotic idea. Moreover, powerful local interests strenuously opposed protecting
Yosemite. Instead, they wanted free rein to log the forests or graze their livestock in the
lush summer meadows. Park concessionaires also fought to retain their lucrative monopolies over lodging and transportation, while other developers proposed converting the
Valley itself into a gaudy tourist carnival along the lines of Niagara Falls. All of these
groups preferred dealing with a lax, easily manipulated state commission, as opposed to

an unpredictable federal agency. With much influence in the state legislature, the governor's office, and even the Congress, the enemies of Yosemite preservation repeatedly
blocked programs to increase protection of the region, to transfer it to federal jurisdiction,
or to vote sufficient funds to enforce existing regulations. Like many other natural
landmarks, Yosemite appeared doomed.28
The Southern Pacific's leadership had long realized its stake in preserving Yosemite.
Conscious of the park's importance as a tourist attraction, the railway had dispatched
writers, artists, and photographers into the Valley as early as the 1860s and had broadcast
its beauties around the world in posters and travel pamphlets.29 As they had welcomed
other writers and scientists, company leaders also befriended Muir after the mid-1870s,
provided him with free rail passes and letters of introduction to influential businessmen,
and in other ways assisted him in his research, lecturing, and writing about the High
Sierra. 30

Some Southern Pacific executives were even more directly involved in preserving
Yosemite. One was William H. Mills, the long-time land agent and editor and part
owner of the Sacramento Record-Union (the other part was owned by the Southern Pacific).

Throughout his long public career in California, Mills was a staunch defender of farm
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interests and one of the West's early conservation leaders. Convinced that in the long
run agriculture could only be expanded in this semi-arid state through comprehensive
water management, Mills became one of the first promoters of public irrigation, scientific
forestry, and mountain watershed preservation. In the late 1870s and early 1880s, Mills
used the Record-Union to lead a journalistic war against hydraulic mining which helped
to bring about the ultimate prohibition of the dumping of mining debris into California's
Central Valley streams.31

Mills, who was a friend of Jeanne Carr, John Muir's early mentor, opened up the
columns of the Record-Union to the great naturalist's first major appeal for w.ilderness
preservation. In 1876, only one year after he and the railroad had taken over the newspaper, Mills ran Muir's important article deploring the rampant obliteration of California's forests by grazing, lumbering, and carelessly set fires. Muir intended the piece to
awaken legislators at the state capitol to the crisis looming in the mountains and to prod
them into inaugurating a modern forestry program for the state, such as other countries
had done. If the "waste and pure destruction" were not halted immediately, Muir predicted, soils would be irreparably eroded, and irrigation waters would cease their flow.
California would revert to barren desert, and "man himself will as surely become extinct
as sequoia or mastodon, and be at length only a fossil." In recommending the "profoundly
interesting article" to its readers, Mill's newspaper described Muir as "the California
geologist. . a practical man and a scientific observer."32 Although Muir's warning had
no noticeable impact on California's complacent and development-minded legislators,
its message undoubtedly impressed Mills. For the next thirty years, Mills and the Record.

Union championed scientific forestry, fire control, and watershed and wilderness
preservation.
After 1879, Mills also served a long term on the State Yosemite Valley Commission.
One of the few dedicated commissioners, Mills repeatedly fought against exploitation of
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William H. Mills, long-time Southern Pacific
land agent, editor and part owner of the Sacramento Record-Union.
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the Valley. A powerful member of the commission's Executive Committee, he led campaigns to enlarge the park, adopt comprehensive scientific management policies, increase
the Commission's authority and funds, crack down on violators of park regulations, break
the monopoly of the concessionaires, and reduce transportation and lodging prices in

order to open up the Valley to more people. While Mills served on the Commission,
Southern Pacific civil engineers advised on the construction of roads, bridges, and other
facilities in the Valley, and the company supported efforts in the legislature to increase
appropriations for Yosemite preservation. Despite the criticisms of Muir and other conservationists, the Yosemite Valley Commission in the 1880s, under the leadership of a
few conservation-minded men like Mills and State Engineer William Hammond Hall,
made considerable progress in beginning to cope with the Valley's complex ecological
problems. Many of the modern wilderness management techniques the Commission
pioneered, such as less invasive roadbuilding, brush clearing, using controlled burns to
maintain meadows and guard against destructive forest fires, and subjecting concessionaires to stricter regulation, were copied in Yellowstone and the later Yosemite national
parks. Yosemite's enemies, however, by keeping the Commission's legislative appropriations tiny and its authority limited, thwarted most protectionist measures.34
Finally in 1889, Mills resigned from the commission in frustration, convinced that
current policies were only hastening the Valley toward destruction. The state's administration of Yosemite, he wrote in an 1890 editorial in the Record-Union, was guilty of
'ignorance, stupidity and vandalism."35 To his frequent correspondent Robert Underwood Johnson, conservationist editor of Century Magazine and Muir's close ally in early
preservation battles, Mills confided that he had become "painfully conscious" that California had violated a "trust on behalf of the lovers of nature throughout the world" and
that the management of Yosemite should be "brought to the bar of public conScience."36
Although Mills encouraged the efforts of Johnson and Muir to preserve the Valley, he at
first doubted that federal administration would bring any improvement and balked at
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Robert Underwood Johnson, editor of the Century magazine. It was Johnson, at a camp-fire
in the Tuolumne Meadows in 1889, who first
suggested to Muir that he initiate a project for

the establishment of the Yosemite National
Park. The following year a series of articles
entitled, "The Treasures of the Yosemite" and
"Features of the Proposed Yosemite National
Park," written by Muir appeared in the Century. The series aroused strong public support
for the prop osed project.

the idea of relinquishing state control. In the 1890s, however, Mills was converted by
Johnson and Muir into an ally in the movement to reorganize all the Yosemite region
into a great national park.37
Muir and Johnson had hatched their scheme to return Yosemite Valley to federal
control in 1889, but fearing that a direct assault on California's stewardship might wound
local pride and provoke too much opposition, they concentrated first on preserving the
territory surrounding the Valley, which was still in national ownership.38 To counter
powerful opponents in California and the nation's capital, Muir and Johnson turned to
Southern Pacific leaders, who by this time grasped the importance of protecting watersheds and scenic wilderness. The railroad provided the political muscle to extend
federal protection over the Yosemite region. On March 18, 1890, United States Representative William Vandever of Los Angeles, probably acting at the request of Southern
Pacific officials, introduced legislation into Congress to create Yosemite National Park.
The measure allowed the state to retain authority over the Valley itself and provided for

a park much smaller than the preservationists favored. Although they had no role in
introducing the proposal, Muir and Johnson testified before committees in support of
Vandever's bill and organized a campaign among eastern conservationist friends to pressure Congress for its passage.
The Southern Pacific's lobbyists joined in. Senator Leland Stanford, a builder and
executive of the railroad, quietly encouraged the company's political friends to move the
bill through Congress. Although Stanford did not move aggressively enough to suit Muir
and Johnson, W.W. Stow, chief Southern Pacific attorney and political organizer, labored
among California's congressional delegation with apparently greater effect. Muir later
recalled that "Mr. Stow in particular charged our members of Congress that whatever
they neglected they must see that the bill for a National Park around Yosemite Valley
went through."4° Despite the efforts of Muir, Johnson, Stanford, and Stow, the Yosemite

park bill languished in House committees through the summer of 1890, besieged by
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California interests opposed to protection of the Yosemite region. With Congress scheduled to adjourn on the first of October, the bill appeared lost for that session.4'
When the Yosemite bill finally came up for consideration in September, 1890, Daniel
K. Zumwalt, the Southern Pacific's district land agent for the San Joaquin Valley, was
in Washington attending to railroad land-grant business and promoting one of his pet
projects, the formation of Sequoia National Park south of Yosemite. An agricultural and
irrigation innovator and a devoted lover of wilderness, Zumwalt, through his friend and
host in Washington, Congressman Vandever, was instrumental in getting the Yosemite

legislation strengthened by enlarging the park beyond even Muir's initial proposal.
Zumwalt also had the bill amended at the last minute to add provisions more than
doubling the size of the Sequoia park. (The original measure creating Sequoia National
Park, also supported by the Southern Pacific, had passed Congress in early September.)
For nearly a month Zumwalt marched from office to office in the Capitol pushing for
the passage of the amended Yosemite/Sequoia bill before Congress adjourned. Finally,
during the last two frenzied days of the session, both the House and Senate quickly took
up and passed the bill in the scramble to finish their business. Vandever and the other
floor managers allowed virtually no debate. The enemies of preservation were caught off
guard, and the bill passed with few Congressmen understanding its contents. Only hours
later on October 1, President Benjamin Harrison signed the legislation creating Yosemite
National Park. Most authorities credit Zumwalt with being the moving force behind
both the amendment and the miraculous last-minute passage of the Yosemite/Sequoia
bill.42

The victory had been a narrow one. With Congress preoccupied with tariff and election
reforms and the park's opponents working hard to bury the legislation, only the dogged
efforts of Yosemite's few supporters had succeeded in forcing the bill through that session.
Just after the battle, Robert Underwood Johnson informed Muir that the park bill had
passed "only through the hardest sort of following up" on the members of House and
Senate committees.43 The labors of Stanford, Stow and especially Zumwalt had been
invaluable. The railroad's political aid apparently puzzled Muir, who had anticipated
opposition from the company. Like many Californians, he was still leery of entanglement
in the "octopus." Later, when recounting the Yosemite victory during an 1896 address
before the Sierra Club, Muir acknowledged that "even the Southern Pacific R.R. Co.,

never counted on for anything good, helped nobly in pushing the bill for this park
through Congress."44
In the 1890 session, the railroad had actually worked to pass legislation creating three
wilderness preserves in California: Yosemite National Park, Sequoia National Park, and

General Grant Sequoia Grove. During the next few years, the Southern Pacific also
supported the establishment of the huge Sierra National Forest. In the late 1890s and
early 1900s, land agent William H. Mills and Senator William Stewart of Nevada, a
close political associate of the Southern Pacific, were the major publicists and lobbyists
behind the creation of forests preserves covering the large Lake Tahoe basin. By the early

1900s, the Southern Pacific had played an important part in placing more than two
hundred miles of the Sierra Nevada range under federal protection.45
The struggle to save Yosemite Valley had only begun, however. In the 1890s, envi-

ronmental depredations continued unabated in the Valley, and the state commission
proved incapable of dealing with the problem. Meanwhile, Muir and his cohorts were
impressed by the United States Army's success in driving poachers from the surrounding
national park.46 When a sympathetic governor, George C. Pardee, took office in 1904,
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Muir resumed the assault on state control of the Valley. By this time, Muir had founded
the Sierra Club to organize conservation battles. Led by Muir as president and William
Colby as secretary, the Club decided to press the California legislature to return the
Valley to the United States government for inclusion in the national park.47
The Southern Pacific's assistance was even more crucial to federal recovery of Yosemite

Valley itself. The 1904 proposal to return the Valley to federal jurisdiction did not
actually originate in the Sierra Club. When he initiated the Club's lobbying at the start
of the state legislative session in December, 1904, William Colby discovered that the
California State Board of Trade was already at work in Sacramento on behalf of Yosemite
Valley retrocession. Ancestor of the present-day California State Chamber of Commerce,

the Board of Trade had been founded in 1887 largely through the efforts of Southern
Pacific land agent William H. Mills. Composed of representatives from leading commercial bodies around the state, the Board of Trade had developed under Mills' guidance
into a powerful advocate of tourism, immigration, agriculture, irrigation, and forest
preservation. At Mills' request, Muir himself had authored essays for inclusion in Board
of Trade promotional pamphlets.48 Now, a committee of the Board led by Mills, who
was by this time also a member of the California Redwood Commission formed to govern

the new state park at Big Basin, was preparing a bill to protect Yosemite Valley by
returning it to federal jurisdiction. After cordial conferences with Mills and other Board
leaders, Colby and Muir decided to move the Sierra Club somewhat into the background

and defer to the Board of Trade, because in Colby's words, that organization was 'a
powerful body with a very large backing and all that we want to do is to see that the bill
passes."49

Thus, the Board of Trade and the Sierra Club joined forces. Mills and Colby coauthored a retrocession bill, which they introduced into the legislature in January,
1905.50 At first, all went well. Relying on editorials in the Call and Chronicle of San
Francisco and other state newspapers, as well as the Board of Trade's contacts with local
business organizations, Mills mobilized public opinion behind the measure. Ultimately,
he was able to secure the backing of nearly every important newspaper and commercial
body in the state.5' Meanwhile, the Sierra Club marshalled dignitaries and scientists,
including Muir of course, to lecture, pamphleteer, and parade before legislative committees denouncing the ruin of Yosemite under the state regime. The retrocession bill
passed the Assembly easily on February 2.52
Trouble loomed in the Senate, however. There, the despoilers of Yosemite had dug in

for a bitter struggle to retain the Valley under state management. The opponents of
retrocession were led by William Randolph Hearst's San Francisco Examiner, arch-enemy
of the Southern Pacific, which stressed the theme of California's injured pride, and by a
powerful state senator, John Curtin. Curtin, who had personally clashed with national
park authorities over his rights to graze cattle in Yosemite, was also retained as an attorney
by the Valley concessionaires. An early canvass of votes convinced Muir and Colby that

the Senate would defeat the Yosemite bill by a wide margin. Thinking that amateurs
like themselves could not compete with such professional adversaries, Muir and Colby
feared defeat in January and February. '
To rescue the project, Muir wrote to friend Edward H. Harriman. Described by some
contemporaries as "the most powerful man in America," Harriman ruled over a large
financial and business empire, which by that time included not only the Southern Pacific
but also the Union Pacific and the Illinois Central railroads, and wielded considerable
influence in the national Republican Party. Aware that the railway president shared his
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concern for preserving wilderness, Muir asked in his letter of January 5, 1905, for
Harriman's assistance in the Yosemite matter. After describing how California had
'grossly mismanaged" the Valley, Muir complained that the bill to restore the Valley to
federal control, though supported by virtually all Californians, was being blocked in the
Senate by vested interests and the Examiner, which "with damnable perverted industry
is trying to bury the truth beneath a sham storm of fables." Yosemite's welfare, Muir
explained to Harriman, demanded strong federal protection, such as Yellowstone had
received. "If you are like-minded, and can help us secure its passage," he implored, "I
wish you would."55
Harriman responded quickly and decisively. Upon receiving Muir's letter, he sent
telegrams to Muir assuring him of his support, and to William F. Herrin, than head of
the Southern Pacific's legal department in San Francisco, directing him to mobilize the
company's supporters in the legislature behind retrocession. As the railroad's chief counsel
and lobbyist, Herrin was widely recognized as one of the most influential men in the

state. An amateur naturalist and committed conservationist, he already knew Muir
through a mutual friend, artist William Keith. Herrin undoubtedly welcomed Harriman's instructions. As Herrin and his assistants journeyed and telephoned inconspicuously to Sacramento several times to work for the Yosemite bill, the margin narrowed.56
Nevertheless, when the bill neared a final vote in the Senate in late February, Colby's
canvass still showed that it would lose by several votes. Just before the roll-call on February

23, however, a group of pro-railroad senators suddenly switched sides, propelling the
bill to victory by one vote. George Pardee, a strongly conservationist governor, eagerly
signed the bill reconveying Yosemite Valley to federal control. "You will probably note
the Hand of Providence guiding matters through all this doubt," a jubilant Colby reported to Muir from Sacramento.57
Muir and Colby knew better. The hand of the Southern Pacific had been guiding
matters. In explaining their triumph to Robert Underwood Johnson, Muir acknowledged
that, despite favorable public opinion, vested interests were so deeply entrenched that
"we might have failed to get the bill through the Senate but for the help of Mr. Harriman,
though of course his name or his company were never in sight through all the fight."8
Muir also wrote appreciative letters to Harriman and Herrin. "Many thanks," he told
Herrin, "for your Sacramento Yosemite work, the best thing ever done for the mountains
and the world, carrying blessings for everyone, and covering a multitude of real or
imaginary railroad sins." In March, Muir, Herrin, and William Keith luncheoned together in celebration of their rescue of the Valley from venal state management.
Muir and Herrin became fast friends, and toward the end of Muir's life, frequent
companions. The two comrades tramped together across the San Francisco Bay hills,
relaxed at Herrin's San Francisco home or at his forest retreat on the slopes of Mount
Shasta, one of Muir's favorite places, held gatherings with Keith and other conservationist
friends, or trundled off in Herrin's private rail car to explore wilderness areas throughout
the American West. Sharing Muir's reverence for nature, the railway attorney provided

transportation and political backing for Muir's preservation projects until the great
naturalist's death in 1914.60
In 1905, however, the battle over Yosemite Valley was far from settled; the front
merely shifted to the other edge of the continent. To complete the transfer, Congress
had to pass legislation accepting California's grant and adding the Valley to the national
park. Despite strong support from Muir's friends, President Theodore Roosevelt and
Chief Forester Gifford Pinchot, the Yosemite bill faced an uncertain future. In the spring
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During the last years of Muir's life, William Herrin and Muir spent a great deal of time together.

This photograph of Muir and the Herrin family was taken in August of 1914 at the Herrin's
family home near Mount Shasta. William Herrin is standing on the right.

of 1906, California lumbermen, cattle grazers, and Valley concessionaires, once again
led by State Senator Curtin, swarmed to Washington with proposals to reduce the park's
boundaries or weaken park authorities' control. Failing this, they hoped to delay congressional consideration until after the statute of limitations in California's bill had expired.
If they could cause the park to revert to state jurisdiction, they were confident they could
thwart future retrocession plans. Responding to these pressures, the Republican Speaker
of the House, "Uncle" Joe Cannon, on the pretext of governmental economy, refused to
allow the Yosemite recession bill to come to a vote. In the upper house, Senator Kittredge
of South Dakota, acting on behalf of a local California railroad company seeking to
protect its monopoly line up the Merced River Canyon to the Valley's border, succeeded
in getting the measure bottled up in committee. A worried Colby wrote Muir that their
contacts in Washington believed the cause was doubtful. "It is a case of get the bill
through now or never," he warned.61
To break the impasse, Muir once again called upon Harriman. On April 8, he wrote
the Southern Pacific president asking for more assistance. "I will certainly do anything
I can to help your Yosemite Recession Bill," Harriman responded on April 16.62 Although he soon became preoccupied with personally directing the railroad's relief efforts
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following the great San Francisco earthquake and fire, Harriman contacted Cannon with
a request that he free the Yosemite measure for a vote. In early May, Cannon reversed
himself and released the bill onto the House floor, where it promptly passed. Harriman's
intercession with Senate leaders also helped to clear the way in the upper house. On June
11, 1906, President Roosevelt signed into law the legislation accepting Yosemite Valley
and preserving the park's powers intact.63 The decades-long struggle had finally ended.
The precious Valley had been saved, returned to federal jurisdiction, and merged into
the national park for more modern and vigorous protection.
John Muir certainly deserves credit for having inspired and orchestrated the movement
to protect the Yosemite, one of the great achievements ofearly conservationism. However,

the consistent support of the Southern Pacific over four decades was also important,
indeed crucial. Without the company's assistance, the efforts of Muir, Johnson, and the
Sierra Club might not have succeeded at all, or might have produced only a tiny, highlydeveloped upper-class resort in a blighted Valley, surrounded by a denuded landscape.
Yosemite National Park, as it is known and celebrated today, might never have come
into existence. The collaboration of 'wilderness saint" and "robber baron" may have
appeared anomalous to contemporaries and later historians. Actually, it was rooted in a
wide common interest in preserving forest watersheds and scenic wilderness.
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JMP. Jones, pp. 67-7 1; Wolfe, pp. 301ff.
Kennan, passim.
Robert Underwood Johnson also contacted Harriman in New York. See John Muir to Edward H.
Harriman, Martinez, January 5, 1905; Robert Underwood Johnson to John Muir, New York, January 17,
1905, JMP.
Edward H. Harriman to John Muir, New York, January 12, 1905, JMP; Jones, pp. 71-72.
William E. Colby to John Muir, San Francisco, February 24, 1905; John Muir to Robert Underwood
Johnson, Martinez, 2 letters, February 24, 1905, JMP; Jones, pp. 72-73; Fox, pp. 126-128.
John Muir to Robert Underwood Johnson, Martinez, February 24, 1905, JMP.
John Muir to William F Herrin, Martinez, February 26, 1905; William F. Herrin to John Muir, San
Francisco, March 2, 1905; Edward H Harriman toJohn Muir, March 13, 1905; andJohn Muir to William
Keith, March 13, 1905, JMP.
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Hetch-Hetchy"; see William F. Herrin to John Muir, San Francisco, November 11, 1907, JMP.
William E Colby to John Muir, San Francisco, March 5, April 12 and 16, 1906; Senator George C.
Perkins to John Muir, Washington, DC., April 17, 1906, JMP; Wolfe, pp. 303-304, Jones, pp. 73-78,
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Edward H. Harriman to John Muir, New York, April 16, 1906, JMP.
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